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On Aug. 30, US President Bill Clinton met with heads of state of five of the 13 Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) member nations in Washington to discuss future economic and political cooperation.
Among other things, Clinton agreed to consider special trade privileges for CARICOM to offset
the impact of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), since the Caribbean nations
fear they will be unable to compete with Mexico once NAFTA takes effect. Notwithstanding
Clinton's promise of assistance, however, US officials warn that trade concessions will depend
on the willingness of Caribbean countries to reciprocally open their economies to US exports and
investment. According to top-level US officials, President Clinton invited CARICOM leaders to
Washington to clearly demonstrate that the Caribbean region is still of fundamental political and
economic importance to the US. Indeed, the visit by the Caribbean delegation which included the
prime ministers of Guyana, Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, and the Bahamas marked
President Clinton's first summit with regional heads of state. In fact, aside from the CARICOM
leaders, Argentine President Carlos Menem is the only other president to have visited Washington
since President Clinton took office. "The end of the cold war has altered the nature but not the depth
of our interest in the Caribbean," said President Clinton following the meeting. "Our concern for
the region is firmly rooted in geographic proximity; the resultant flows of people, of commodities,
of culture; and in our shared interest in protecting our economic interests and in protecting fragile
ecosystems." Moreover, despite the Caribbean region's relatively small commercial significance
compared to the rest of Latin America, Clinton stressed the importance of improving trade relations
with CARICOM countries. "American workers have a direct interest in the prosperity of the
English-speaking Caribbean," said the President. "The US$2 billion in US exports to those countries
creates at least 40,000 American jobs." In particular, the leaders discussed the Caribbean's role in
the economic integration initiatives now sweeping the region. On the one hand, all the CARICOM
representatives emphasized their commitment to eliminate barriers to trade and investment in
order to pave the way for the eventual hemisphere-wide free trade zone proposed in the US's
Enterprise for the Americas Initiative (EAI). "The US, Canada, and Mexico are on the verge of
completing the NAFTA agreement," said Jamaican Prime Minister P.J. Patterson. "We see NAFTA as
an important beginning, a step in the direction we all must go. For us in the Caribbean, we note that
the whole world is moving towards larger and larger trading blocs. And we envision a time when
eventually there is going to be a free trade that extends to the hemisphere to which we belong." On
the other hand, however, the CARICOM leaders warned that the small nations of the Caribbean are
at a disadvantage compared to their neighbors in Latin America, which creates a need for temporary
concessions and assistance by the US and other countries in order to ease CARICOM's integration
into regional trade blocs. "We in the Caribbean, particularly in CARICOM, have already started
to prepare for this process," said Prime Minister Patterson. "But we recognize that there is going
to be the need for special transitional arrangements, taking into account certain products and
exports which are very sensitive to us and certain areas of industrial activity that are so important to
ensuring that employment levels are maintained." The CARICOM nations are especially concerned
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 057338
ISSN: 1060-4189

that once NAFTA takes effect, the trade privileges which those nations now enjoy through the US
Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) will largely be eliminated, since Mexico will then benefit from
the same duty-free access to the US market now granted to CBI countries. According to Patterson,
NAFTA would particularly hurt CARICOM's exports of sugar, rum, citrus, leather goods, and
textiles, since those are some of the principal products now shipped to the US under the CBI and the
US General System of Preferences (GSP). Those nations believe that new private investment from
the US will be diverted to Mexico, where close proximity to the US would reduce transportation
costs. Moreover, they fear that existing US factories already set up under the CBI might relocate out
of CARICOM nations. "A particular issue of most immediate concern mentioned by several of the
prime ministers was textiles," said one top ranking Clinton official following the summit. "Textiles
are partially produced in the US, sent to the Caribbean, finished there, and then sent back into the
US. At present, duties are imposed on such textiles from Mexico, but not on those shipped from
the Caribbean. When NAFTA is enacted, those duties will disappear completely, giving Mexico an
advantage over the Caribbean countries. Hence, the Caribbean nations are concerned that garment
makers currently located on their islands will take their machines literally pick them up and move
them to Mexico." In response to these concerns, following the meeting with CARICOM leaders,
President Clinton instructed US Trade Representative Mickey Kantor to create an inter-agency
task force to immediately assess the expected impact of NAFTA on US trade and investment in the
Caribbean. The task force, which would strive to complete its work simultaneously with NAFTA's
approval by the US Congress, would then explore possible trade accords with the Caribbean to
offset the impact of NAFTA. Among other concessions, the CARICOM nations would likely seek
duty-free status for products not covered at present by the CBI and the GSP in order to diversify
exports and better compete with Mexico and other countries for access to the US market. "The
Caribbean countries must gradually wean themselves from dependence on a couple of commodities
particularly sugar and bananas and diversify into a whole series of other products," said the same
US official. "Their concern, of course, is that as they diversify into other products that they then
have markets for their goods, and, hence, the creation of jobs in the region and investment patterns
and diversification inevitably takes us back to trade relations with the US." Still, Clinton officials
warn that, in contrast to the CBI which was approved in the early 1980s as a package of unilateral
trade concessions granted by the US to its political allies in the Caribbean and Central America
all new trade accords must carry reciprocal, bilateral commitments. As a result, the US will likely
demand that CARICOM countries open their markets much more to US goods and investment as a
prerequisite for extended trade privileges. "The CBI was a one-way trade arrangement in the sense
that all of the concessions were made all the market opening occurred on the part of the US," said
another top-level US official. "That may have been appropriate in the early 1980s, but I think that
given our trade policy in general now, the US expects reciprocity, globally as well as specifically
in the region. If we grant market access, we would expect other countries, our trading partners,
to also grant market access." Moreover, the US will likely demand that CARICOM accelerate
efforts to remove trade barriers, since US trade representatives generally criticize CARICOM's
import tariffs and structure as far too protectionist, despite the steady reduction of import duties.
In October 1992, CARICOM approved a new common external tariff (CET) that sets a sliding scale
of duties ranging from a low of 5% to a ceiling of 35% on "sensitive" products, but the scale is still
well above average import tariffs in most Latin American countries, which are generally below 20%
(see Chronicle, 11/05/92 and 03/25/93). "Change in the Caribbean, however rapid it may seem to the
Caribbean, when measured against certain global standards is not proceeding as rapidly in certain
areas, such as with the CET," said the same US official. "Although the maximum that is allowed is
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 057338
ISSN: 1060-4189

being reduced, it's being reduced at a pace which is not as rapid as the trade liberalization that is
occurring in many other parts of the western hemisphere." Meanwhile, apart from US-CARICOM
trade relations, the participating heads of state also discussed the Caribbean Community's recent
decision to forge closer trade ties and cooperation with Cuba. In August, influential members
of the US Congress warned that if CARICOM went ahead with plans to form a bilateral CubaCARICOM "joint commission" which will explore technical cooperation in tourism, agriculture, and
biotechnology they would oppose all new trade concessions by the US for CARICOM members (see
Chronicles 07/29/93, 08/12/93, 08/19/93, and 08/26/93). At the Washington summit, President Clinton
did express his administration's opposition to establishing trade relations with Cuba unless political
reforms are implemented on the island, and he urged the CARICOM leaders to use their influence
to push Fidel Castro's government to respect human rights and "democratize" Cuba. Nevertheless,
Clinton assured the Caribbean leaders that his administration would not penalize them for trading
with Cuba, since the Cuban Democracy Act approved by former president George Bush in October
1992 to strengthen the US embargo against Cuba only calls for sanctions against governments that
subsidize their trade with the Castro regime. "The position of CARICOM and the position of the US
with regard to trade with Cuba is different," said Clinton. "We had a general conversation about it. I
just simply reiterated that the Cuban Democracy Act does not sanction any trade with Cuba unless
it is somehow subsidized by governments." In fact, according to the CARICOM heads of state, they
in turn counseled Clinton to normalize relations with Cuba, stressing that the Cuba-CARICOM
joint commission and other such initiatives will increase political leverage to push Cuba to carry
out democratic reforms. "We feel that the time has come for all countries in the hemisphere to work
towards a normalization of relationships among them," said Prime Minister Patterson. "There are
differences between the political systems in Cuba and those in the CARICOM countries. We remain
firmly committed to the democratic tradition. But Cuba unquestionably is a Caribbean country. That
is a reality which we must face and we believe that the joint commission should assist in the process
of inducing Cuba towards the sorts of policies and programs that are compatible with those of other
independent nations in the hemisphere." (Sources: United Press International, 08/26/93; Council
on Hemispheric Affairs, Associated Press, Reuter Transcript Report, press conference transcript by
White House Office of the Press Secretary, White House Background Briefing, 08/30/93)
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